CHAPTER  FIFTEEN

THE gloom which settled down permanently upon Maria
Thereas's private life did not make her inactive politi-
cally.   On the contrary, she devoted herself all the
more tenaciously and passionately to affairs of State.
Poland, which has never ceased being a bone of con-
tention in Europe, was at this time her chief cause for
anxiety.   After the death of Augustus III. of Poknd
and of his son Christian Frederick in 1763, Maria Theresa,
who was deeply attached to his widow, tried in vain
to secure the throne of Poland for the House of Saxony.
She put forward the claims of Augustus's younger sons
Xavier and Augustus.   The  Polish throne was not,
however, passed on automatically from father to son*
Instead, after the death of a ruler, the new King was
elected   by   the   aristocracy.   These   elections   never
occurred  without   sanguinary   struggles.   The   Polish
nobles, each ruling supreme over vast estates, were
divided into bitterly antagonistic factions, and they had
not been able to agree on Augustus's successor.   They
all, however, opposed Maria Theresa's Saxon candidate,
It looked as though the Polish crisis would develop
into a far-reaching European conflict, for each Great
Power wanted to gain control of this country, which
for so long had been a buffer state between Russia and
Prussia.   Catherine the Great was determined to put
her favourite Stanislaus Augustus Poniatowski on this,
throne, thus gradually absorbing Poland into Russia-
Frederick the Great, of course, did not enjoy the prospect
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